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          ALICE

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you want to move out?” My sister, Elle, exchanged a look with her husband, who was manning the pancakes on the griddle.

      A cartoon played in the living room where her daughter, my niece Amelia, watched TV.

      “I think it’s time.” Three years ago, I’d moved here to escape my life in California. Elle and her husband, Gray, had needed help with Amelia, and I’d needed the distraction.

      Elle poured coffee into a mug and slid it across the counter to me. “You don’t have to do this. You’re welcome to stay.”

      Elle and Gray had been understanding, especially after the mistakes I’d made in the past. But I couldn’t stay in their home rent-free any longer. I wasn’t moving forward or dealing with my past.

      “Amelia is getting older. She’s starting preschool full time. You won’t need my help as much.” And if I stayed here, I wouldn’t move on with my life. I’d continue using Amelia as my excuse for pressing the pause button on my life.

      It was past time that I figured out where I wanted to go next. Whether that was staying in Telluride, where I felt needed, or moving home to California to chase an empty dream.

      There was no question that Amelia loved me unconditionally. She didn’t know about my past or how I’d hurt her mother and father. For her, life was simple. But I knew better. I had a long way to go before I was worthy of anything as amazing as Amelia for myself.

      “I don't want you to think that you have to move out. You’ll always be welcome here,” Elle said, her voice wavering.

      After everything we’d been through, I was happy that she’d seemingly forgiven me for my screwups.

      Tears stung my eyes as I stood, rounded the counter, and hugged her. “I know. It’s just something I need to do.”

      “What are your plans?” Elle asked when I pulled back.

      “To start looking for a job and a place to live.” It was scary to contemplate when I’d never lived independently. I’d lived off my parents’ wealth and then my sister’s charity. I’d never applied for a job or searched for an apartment.

      In high school, my sister was offered a spot on a reality show in high school, and it changed my perspective. I thought life was full of amazing opportunities like that. If I could just catch the eye of the right person, I’d get my big break. But that never happened. Instead, I attracted the wrong sort of attention.

      “We’re going to miss having you here,” Gray said to me, his expression genuine. He was a good guy.

      I grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll visit often.”

      Elle sat next to me as Gray handed her a plate of pancakes. “Amelia will demand it. What kind of job are you looking for?”

      That was the issue. I wasn’t qualified for anything. I had a high school education and watched my niece for three years. I couldn’t even say it was a nanny job. I hadn’t interviewed and been hired for the position; I’d just sort of fell into it. “I guess I’ll look for another babysitting job.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” Elle asked as she carefully cut her pancakes and then placed some on the smaller plate between us where Amelia would sit.

      Gray slid a plate across the counter toward me. “Thank you,” I said to him, before addressing Elle. “I’m not qualified for anything else.”

      Gray braced his hands on the counter between us. “What about doing something with your art?”

      My heart thudded painfully in my chest at the thought of that. Other than spending time with Amelia, it was my favorite thing to do. “That’s just a hobby.”

      Elle shook her head. “You’re talented.”

      “It’s something I do for fun.” It cleared my mind and let me forget about everything else.

      Elle sighed. “I might have something for you.”

      I ate a bite of my blueberry pancake.

      “One of my clients, Sam Fletcher, came in yesterday saying he’s having trouble finding someone to watch his daughter. I think she’s three or four. Anyway, he runs a contracting business with his brothers. He needs someone who can be at his house early and stay late.”

      I was afraid to get my hopes up. “You think he’d hire me?”

      “You won’t know if you don’t try. He said he’s had issues with finding nannies who could work those hours. He wants someone to be there for his daughter. Who can be consistent. He doesn’t want his daughter to have to go through a string of different nannies.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, that’s not good for her.”

      Elle called for Amelia to come to the table and then asked me, “Should I reach out to him?”

      I moved the pancake around on my plate. “Did you say anything about me to him?”

      “Just that you might be looking for something. That you were reliable.”

      “Yeah, but you’re my sister. It’s not the same.” Of course, I was there for Amelia. She was my niece, and I loved her.

      “You’ve done an amazing job with Amelia. You’ll be great for his daughter too,” Elle said firmly.

      Amelia ran from the living room and scrambled onto the high stool with Elle’s help.

      Watching Amelia hadn’t felt like a job. Maybe this position with Sam’s little girl would be the same. “You’re right. It can’t hurt.”

      “We’re going to miss you around here,” Gray said gruffly.

      “You’re leaving?” Amelia’s eyes were round as she looked at me.

      I grinned and poked her in the arm. “You’re leaving me, silly girl. You’re going to school, remember?”

      She shifted so her knees were folded under her. “I can’t wait. I’m going to meet my best friend there.”

      “How do you know?” I asked her.

      “I just do.” She took a large bite of her pancake, the syrup dribbling down her chin. I dabbed at the spot with my napkin. Amelia was so confident. It was admirable, but then, she was only four. She hadn’t experienced the bad parts of life.

      Talk turned to school and Amelia’s new outer space backpack. I wished life were as simple as choosing the perfect book bag, but it was so much more complicated. I’d avoided thinking about the future for the past few years. But it was time to take control of my life, whatever that meant.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, I drove to the address Sam gave me for his house. We’d talked on the phone after Elle connected us, and he’d invited me to meet him and his daughter, Maggie.

      Nerves had me fidgeting in my seat. Never having interviewed for a job before, I didn’t know what to expect.

      Parking in the driveway of his nondescript suburban home, I smoothed a hand over my skirt, took a deep breath, and made my way to the front door.

      I knocked, my heart thumping in my ears.

      Heavy footsteps sounded on wood floors. Then the door opened. My gaze was immediately drawn to the little girl in the man’s arms. She tucked her head into her daddy’s neck as if she were shy, her blonde curls covering her face.

      “Hey there,” I said with a smile.

      She lifted her head tentatively.

      “I’m Alice. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “She’s a little shy when she first meets someone.” Sam’s voice was deep, his bicep bulging from holding his daughter on his hip.

      Too late, I realized I’d addressed the child before the man. “I’m sorry. I’m Alice Carmichael.”

      “Elle’s sister,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.

      “That’s right. We talked on the phone.”

      He stepped back. “Come inside.”

      I quickly scanned the foyer and what was visible in the living room. Toys were strewn across the rug, but it was homey. I drew on the manners my mother had instilled in me over the years. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you.” Sam set his daughter down, and she immediately began playing with a dollhouse as she kept one wary eye on me.

      I dropped to my knees on the floor next to her. “It’s so nice to meet you, Maggie.”

      Sam sat on the couch, his legs spread, his elbows resting on his thighs. “I need someone who can start right away.”

      “I’ve been watching my niece the last few years, and she starts school next week. So, I’m available to start then.” I kept my gaze on Maggie, watching her as she organized the furniture in the house and set up her dolls on a chaise.

      Sam drew in a long breath, drawing my attention to him.

      “I don’t have any formal experience. I haven’t nannied for anyone outside my family. If that’s not enough experience, I’ll understand.” It was hard to believe anyone would want to hire me when my résumé consisted solely of babysitting my niece.

      I wanted to be honest with him. I didn’t want to give anyone a false idea of my abilities. I was done with pretending to be someone I wasn’t.

      When he didn’t answer, I continued. “I don’t have any certifications, and I haven’t taken any college courses. My skills are all from on-the-job training.”

      “I would think watching children is on-the-job training,” Sam said.

      Relaxing slightly at his words, I asked Maggie, “Do you mind if I play?”

      When she nodded eagerly, I picked up one of the dolls that looked less loved, figuring it wasn’t one of her favorites, and said in a high-pitched voice. “May I come over to play?”

      Maggie covered her mouth and giggled.

      It was lovely. I let the sound fill my chest.

      Maggie moved her doll in front of mine. “Would you like tea?”

      “I’d love some.” We played like that for a few minutes. I was aware that Sam was watching me. I wasn’t sure what was appropriate for an interview like this, but I figured he’d want to know if I was good with kids, and I was more comfortable playing with Maggie than facing him.

      Finally, Sam cleared his throat. “I go to work early. I need to leave by six a.m. Most of the time, I’m home by four, but sometimes I might be late, depending on what’s going on at the job site.”

      “Okay.” I was used to Gray’s long hours and Elle’s changing schedule. Other than making time for my art, I didn’t have any other commitments.

      “Most of the other nannies didn’t like the schedule. I’d prefer to know before I hire you whether that will be a problem.”

      “It won’t be. I don’t have anything else going on.” I preferred to work on my art in the evenings, so it might work out perfectly. “It would allow for me to spend time with my niece too.”

      He nodded. “I don’t want to change nannies this frequently. I’d like consistency.”

      “I have no plans to leave.” I wasn’t from Telluride, but until I figured out what I wanted to do with my life, this job meant security, and I needed that.

      “Elle said you were looking for an apartment. You’re welcome to stay in the guest room. That way you can sleep in and get up when Maggie does. She usually sleeps until about seven.”

      I was thinking about getting an apartment, but after I looked at the rent prices in the area, it wasn’t possible. “That would be perfect, actually.”

      I’d get out of Elle and Gray’s home and be on my own. Somewhat, anyway. It sounded like Sam wasn’t home often, and I could visit Amelia in the evenings.

      “I’d prefer it if you weren’t out late. I go to bed early.”

      I almost laughed at that. “I haven’t had much time to meet people since I moved here. I’ve been taking care of Amelia.”

      I held his gaze, needing him to know I was responsible. Or at least as responsible as I’d ever been. I was trying to make up for my past.

      “I’m not saying you can’t go out. You’re young.”

      For the first time, I allowed myself to take him in. He was muscular. It was obvious he did something physical as part of his job. He couldn’t have been much older than twenty-seven or twenty-eight, so just a couple of years older than me.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about. I’m boring.” It was funny to say that, because when I was a teenager, I was out all hours of the night, following Elle and the production crew around. She tried to shield me from the show, but I always found a way to be there. I wasn’t going to miss out on the excitement. Now, I wanted nothing to do with partying or going to a bar. I was done with that life.

      I didn’t have any friends in Telluride, other than Elle’s. And I didn’t think they trusted me, not after what I’d done.

      “Did you have any other questions?” I was happy to alleviate any of his concerns.

      “Let me walk you to the door.”

      My stomach dropped. He didn’t think I was right for the job. It was what I’d thought, but the reality hurt worse than I expected. “It was so nice to meet you, Ms. Maggie.”

      “Will you come over to play again?”

      “That’s up to your daddy,” I said, rising to my feet. I followed Sam to the door, dread pulling at me with each step I took.

      “Thank you for coming by.”

      I walked through the door and faced him. I knew I wasn’t good enough for a position like this. Parents wanted someone they could trust. Not someone with no résumé or education.

      He rested a hand on the top of the frame, leaning slightly toward me. “If you could start on Monday, that would be great.”

      “Are you saying I got the job?” The question was out of my mouth before I could retract it. I was just so surprised that he wanted to hire me. He’d wanted someone reliable, and despite how much I’d worked at it over the last few years, I wouldn’t exactly call past-Alice reliable.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Sorry, I got a little ahead of myself. I’d like to offer you the job.”

      “I’d love to.” Pleasure flowed through me. I’d gotten my first real job.

      “Can you start on Monday? I know it’s soon.”

      I chewed my lip, wondering if it was okay to ask for a favor on my first day. “I’d like to see my niece, Amelia, off to her first day of school. Would it be okay if I brought Maggie?”

      He nodded his head. “That’s not a problem.”

      “I should have asked if we could have playdates with Amelia, too. Elle would be there, of course. I wouldn’t be watching both kids at the same time. That’s not what you’re hiring me to do.”

      Sam gave me a measured look. “If you need to watch Amelia, I don’t mind. Just let me know.”

      “You hired me to give all of my attention to Maggie.”

      His brow furrowed. “It would be good for her to have friends. None of the other nannies took her on playdates.”

      Nodding, I said, “I’ll clear it with you first, of course.”

      Dropping his hand, he asked, “Would you want to move your things this weekend so that you’re settled?”

      “That would be great.” I probably should have asked to see the room, but I was so nervous, I forgot.

      “Just let me know when you’re coming by. I’ll have a key ready for you.”

      “I appreciate it. I’m looking forward to working with you.” I held out my hand, and he looked at it for a second before taking it.

      His hand was larger than mine, his skin rough, probably from working with them all day. The slight squeeze sent a jolt of tingles through my fingers and up my arm to my elbow.

      I was aware he was an attractive man, but the charge from touching him was unnerving. I had no interest in dating, especially not the man who was now my boss.

      I let go of his hand. “Thanks again. See you on Sunday.”

      I got into my car, aware that he was watching me from the doorway. What did he see when he saw me? I’d worked so hard to scrub myself of the old socialite image. Did he see glimpses of that, or did he see a responsible woman in her place?

      I’d strived for the latter, but sometimes it felt like I’d never escape the former.

      I’d made mistakes in my past, but I’d learned from them. I hoped I wouldn’t revert to my old ways. I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize my future here because there was nothing left for me in California.
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          SAM

        

      

    

    
      Why did Alice have to be so attractive? I should have known, because Elle was, too. But for some reason, I expected someone different. Elle told me that Alice had been living in her home for the past three years, helping them out with Amelia and rarely going out on her own. Elle said it would be good for Alice to get out.

      I assumed that meant she wouldn’t be good in social situations, but she was refined. I would have thought she came from money, but she wasn’t wearing anything that screamed designer or wealth. Even her car was an older model.

      I was intrigued when she spoke to Maggie first and then immediately got down on her knees to play with her. She was good with kids. It didn’t matter if she went to college or had any formal training. I wanted someone who was good with my daughter and who’d show up for work.

      I didn’t know if it would work out. I hadn’t known that with any of the other nannies, either, but I had a good feeling when I watched her interact with Maggie. It was almost like something aligned in my chest. A missing piece clicked into place.

      This was the woman I’d been looking for all along. She was young and energetic. She didn’t mind getting down on the ground to play with Maggie. Alice would also introduce her to her niece, so she’d have a friend. It was more than I was hoping for at this point.

      I couldn’t afford to lose her. I’d do anything in my power to keep her. Especially since Maggie seemed taken with her. If Maggie was happy, it was easier to leave and go to work. The guilt wasn’t so heavy.

      The only problem was this ridiculous attraction I had to her. She was exactly my type. Girl next door with brown hair, expressive eyes, and long, tan legs. In her favor, she didn’t seem interested in me. She was solely focused on Maggie. As she should be.

      I should have been happy about that. But the part of me that hadn’t been interested in a woman in a long time took notice of her. As long as I could control this attraction to her, I’d be fine. I didn’t want to do anything that would mess this up for Maggie.

      Maybe Alice already had a boyfriend and that’s why she didn’t go out much. She was already settled and happy, just biding her time until she got engaged and had kids of her own. Her back story didn’t matter. The only thing that did was that she was a reliable employee and wouldn’t walk around the house in sleep shorts.

      I’d never offered the guest room to any of the previous nannies, but I was hoping it would help with the early hours. After meeting Alice, I should have nixed that idea. But I hadn’t, and now it was too late.

      Maggie tugged on my fingers. “Daddy, Daddy. When can Miss Alice come back?”

      “She’ll move in tomorrow.”

      Maggie’s eyes grew wide. “Will she sleep in my room?”

      I smiled at her assumption. “The guest room.”

      Her face fell. “Oh.”

      “She needs her own space.”

      She nodded. “Right.”

      “And this way, Alice will be here when you wake up.”

      “She’ll make me breakfast?” she asked hopefully.

      “That’s the idea.”

      She clasped her hands together and did a little twirl around the room. “I’m so excited.”

      The tension in my shoulders eased. Maybe things would start going my way. Ever since Maggie’s mom, Felicia, moved out of state to finish her residency at a hospital in Baltimore, Maryland, I’d been her sole support. It was tough not having anyone to share the burden with. But I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world.

      Maggie looked at me as if I was her everything, and I loved that. I didn’t want to be a weekend dad. I wanted to be with her full time, even when I had trouble finding someone reliable to watch her when I was working.

      I tried to find her a day care, but they didn’t start as early as I needed to be at work. This way, Maggie could be in her own home, playing and relaxing. Hopefully, Alice was the solution to all our problems.

      “You ready to go to Grandma’s for dinner?”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she said as she ran over to the front door and sat on the floor to pull on her shoes.

      I was lucky to work with my brothers and father and live so close to them. It meant Maggie had a large extended family and didn’t ask about her mother much. She was so young that she barely remembered a time when Felicia lived closer. I was almost grateful for that, even as my heart ached for what she was missing out on.

      I packed her a small bag of her favorite toys, even though Mom kept a bunch at her place, too. My parents’ home was large and on a single-acre lot with the mountains in the background. My father built it when we were young.

      When we arrived, I helped Maggie down from my large truck, and she raced toward the house, knowing someone would be there to open the door for her. I followed more slowly, carrying her glittery-pink backpack.

      My oldest brother, Mac, opened the door for Maggie.

      “There’s my favorite girl!” Mac exclaimed as he picked her up to give her a smacking kiss on her forehead. She giggled, squirming until he put her down, and then raced toward the kitchen where she knew she’d find my parents, who doted on her.

      When Mac saw me, he crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t need to come in. You can just leave Maggie with us.”

      “Not likely,” I said, used to the ribbing. The running joke with my brothers was that they adored my daughter and could do without my grumpy ass.

      Mac raised his brow. “A pink backpack?”

      I lifted it. “One day, this is going to happen to you too.”

      He finally stepped aside so I could enter. “I’m just happy to dote on my favorite niece. I don’t need any kids of my own.”

      “Mmm,” I said as I made my way to the noise in the kitchen.

      My father built a dream kitchen for my mother. The centerpiece was the large gourmet island where we always stood. He’d even added a bump-out for the long table that was surrounded by windows, with a view of the mountains. It was large enough that it felt spacious, even with all of us present.

      I kissed my mother on the cheek, and she said, “You need to visit more often.”

      “More often than family dinner night?” I asked lightly.

      “You rarely come,” she chided softly.

      “I like to keep Maggie to myself.” We’d discussed my reluctance to miss any time I had with Maggie. I worked long hours, and I wanted as much one-on-one time as I could get.

      “Maybe I could take her one day a week or something to get my Maggie fix.”

      “That can probably be arranged after the new nanny settles in.”

      “Another one? What happened to the last one?” Mom asked as she turned to pull the casserole dish out of the oven.

      I leaned on the counter next to my dad. “She wasn’t showing up for work on time. You know I need to be at the job site early.”

      Dad raised a brow. “Will this one be any better?”

      “I offered her a room so that she’d be there when Maggie wakes up.”

      The conversation around us died down. Maggie sat at the table with my middle brother, Tyler, who was coloring with her. Mac was filling water glasses.

      “You have a live-in nanny?” Tyler, looked up from Maggie’s coloring book.

      “Alice. She moves in tomorrow.” I tensed, waiting for the comments.

      “How well do you know this woman?” Mac asked, ever the protective eldest brother.

      “She’s Elle Carmichael’s sister. The woman who owns the barber shop, Smoke & Mirrors.”

      “I didn’t know Elle had a sister.” Tyler was the most outgoing of the three of us. He had an easy way about him that attracted women to him.

      “I think she keeps to herself. She moved here about three years ago and lived with Elle and Gray to take care of their daughter, Amelia, who’s the same age as Maggie.”

      Mom smiled as she looked up from cutting a loaf of bread. “Maybe they can have playdates.”

      My brothers and I ate alone, so when we were all over for dinner, Mom made large quantities of food designed to fill us up.

      I shifted on my feet, hoping that was the end of the inquiries. “That’s what it sounded like.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Mac met my gaze from across the room.

      “I need someone reliable so I can work without constantly checking my phone or worrying.” Alice hadn’t asked about salary, but I intended to pay her more than the other nannies, even if she was getting free room and board.

      “That’s understandable,” Mom said. She was the one who understood me the best. I think it’s because my brothers weren’t parents yet. They didn’t understand the responsibility, the constant anxiety that I wasn’t providing enough for Maggie. Especially with her mom in and out of her life.

      Dad slapped my shoulder. “We need you focused on work. Can’t have anyone getting hurt.”

      “Hasn’t happened yet.” I might not have been physically injured from the distractions at home, but it hurt my focus. I wanted more responsibility at work, and being the youngest brother, I got the least. I wouldn’t be able to convince my dad to listen to my business ideas if I was exhausted from no sleep and my head constantly on Maggie at home.

      We helped Mom move the food and drinks to the table. Sitting around my childhood table, I felt settled in a way I didn’t at home. This was my family. Felicia might not have been present, but Maggie had me, my parents, and my brothers. She was loved. When I was worried I wasn’t doing enough, I tried to remind myself of moments like these.

      She had a lot. Even if sometimes I wished she had an intact family. A mother and a father. But Felicia and I had never been serious. We’d dated casually, and when she got pregnant, I told her I’d be there for her. I would have married her if that’s what she wanted, but she didn’t. She said the pregnancy wouldn’t derail her plans of being a doctor.

      I just didn’t think she’d move across the country for a job opportunity and never come back.

      Food was passed around, and conversation carried on around me.

      At some point, Mac leaned in. “Just how old is this nanny who’s living in your guest room?”

      I shrugged. “A couple of years younger than me, I would think. Twenty-five or twenty-six.”

      “She hot?” Tyler asked from across the table, clearly eavesdropping on our conversation. He’d kept his voice low, probably worried that Maggie, who was sitting at the other end of the table next to Mom and Dad, might overhear.

      “She’s pretty. Girl-next-door looks.” There was no way I was telling them the truth. Alice was gorgeous, and there was something intriguing about her. There was a depth to her eyes that told me she had a history. A troubled one. It didn’t concern me because she was so genuinely entranced by Maggie. I wasn’t sure if it was all children, but Maggie was drawn to her too.

      “Is it going to be a problem having a hot nanny living with you?” Mac asked, ever the responsible one.

      “I need her to watch Maggie. I won’t do anything to screw that up.” I needed to cut the cord on this attraction because she wasn’t a love interest. She was tasked with looking after my daughter. The most important job, in my mind.

      “No kissing the nanny, then,” Tyler said with a smug grin. He was probably going to enjoy my discomfort over the next few months.

      “And you wonder why I don’t come to family dinners.”

      Mac elbowed me hard in the ribs. “What? You can’t handle the ribbing?”

      I grunted at the contact.

      “Boys. How many times do I have to tell you, no wrestling at the table?”

      Mac rolled his eyes like we were still teenagers. “I wasn’t wrestling.”

      “Elbowing. Whatever it is you do when you think I’m not looking.”

      “Yeah, be good.” I was pleased that Mom always stuck up for me as the youngest. Although that usually meant harsher treatment from my brothers when Mom was out of the room. It was worth it when she chided them.

      Tyler pointed at me. “Watch yourself.”

      “I know what you boys do. Wait until I leave to give each other trouble. I won’t have it in my house.” Mom pointed her fork down the table at us.

      “Now, Miranda, they’re grown men.”

      She gave him an exasperated look. “Then they should start acting like it.”

      Mom and Dad broke off into bickering about how to handle us. It wasn’t anything different from years ago. It felt good to be home. I was glad Maggie got to be a part of this.

      “Mom can’t save you forever,” Mac hissed from my side.

      “We’re not kids anymore, you know. We could probably act more mature.”

      Mac snorted.

      Something about being home made us all act like we had as kids. We fell into our roles—Malcolm, who we call Mac, the older, protective brother; Tyler, the peacemaker and comedian; and me, the baby. I’d hoped Maggie would take on that role, but apparently, you never outgrew your family. Some things didn’t change.

      We ran a business together too, and those same roles naturally seeped in over there, as well. Mac was the project supervisor and Tyler handled a lot of the customer service issues. But I didn’t have a specific role. Usually, I was supervised by my father or one of my brothers. Like I could never be trusted on my own. When Maggie was a baby, it was because I was exhausted and needed the extra help.

      But she was older now, and if I had a reliable babysitter, maybe it would finally be time to ask for more responsibility. Technically, we were equal partners, but our opinions didn’t hold the same weight. Dad tended to listen to Mac and not Tyler or me.

      Mac was the responsible one. It was too soon to ask for more. I needed to make sure Alice was going to work out first. Then I’d feel better about asking for more responsibility. I wanted to manage my own projects. I didn’t want my dad or my brother there to babysit me.

      At the end of dinner, Mac grabbed the cake he’d bought from the local baker.

      “Oh, what’s the occasion?” Mom asked.

      “Your anniversary is coming up, and we’d like to give you your present early.”

      “Oh?” Mom asked, exchanging a look with Dad. I think they thought we’d throw them a party because they loved getting together with family and friends. Hopefully, we hadn’t miscalculated.

      Mac stood, an envelope in his hands. “You haven’t gone on a vacation in forever. Not since we were kids, and we took those road trips.”

      Back then, Dad said we didn’t have the money or time to take away from the business to go on long vacations, so we’d do day or weekend trips. We loved them, but we wanted our parents to have some time off, and my mom had been wanting to travel.

      “We already bought the tickets, so there’s no taking them back,” Tyler added.

      “Where are we going?” Mom asked.

      “Open it.” Mac handed her the envelope.

      She opened the flap and pulled out the printed itinerary from the airline and tour company. “A two-week tour of Europe.”

      Mom stood to hug Mac. “You’ve never gone, and you’ve always wanted to. It’s time for you two to take some time for yourself.”

      “What about the business?” Dad asked, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of so much time away.

      The natural leader, Mac, said, “You have the three of us to hold things together. If you ever want to retire, you need to rely on us more. We want to take over the business so you can have more time off.”

      “It’s time,” Tyler added.

      Mom’s eyes filled with tears, but I wasn’t sure if they were happy tears or not. “I can’t believe we’re finally going to Europe.”

      Mom hugged Dad, and seeing how happy she was, Dad seemed reluctant to argue.

      “It’s all paid for. All you have to do is enjoy yourselves. We’ll take care of the business and the house.”

      Mom stood and hugged Mac, Tyler, and then finally me. “I can’t believe you planned and paid for it all.”

      “You deserve it. You’re always taking care of us and the business. You never take any time away.”

      She pulled back to see my face. “It’s going to be hard for your father, you know.”

      “He needs this the most. He holds on to the business with two hands, even when he has us.”

      Mom patted my cheek. “You’re such good boys.”

      My parents were great people, loving and supportive. I couldn’t understand how Felicia could walk away from Maggie so easily. I understood wanting a career, but she didn’t want Maggie. I wanted it all, the family and a work-life balance.

      Watching Mom hug my dad again made me long for a partner. Not Felicia. I couldn’t love someone who could walk away from her child, but I wanted someone to be on my side. To love me and Maggie.

      Was that even a possibility?
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      Gray walked into the room, eying the small stack of boxes by the door. “Are you ready to put these in the truck?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, grateful for his interruption. It was hard to believe that these boxes contained everything I owned, and most of it was art supplies. After living here for three years, I had very little to show for it. I had some clothes I’d acquired over the years, a few hand-me-downs from Elle and her friends, and some new things that I’d bought from box stores. I left all my old clothes and things at my parents’ house.

      That life was so different from the one I led now. Back then, I cared about what I looked like and wearing designer names, but now, none of that mattered.

      I felt good when Amelia smiled at me. When she told me I was her favorite aunt in the whole world. And it didn’t matter that she said it because I handed her a chocolate chip cookie. I felt her words deep down in my soul. I couldn’t get enough of them.

      My chest ached with emotion. I was going to miss living with Amelia, listening for her soft patter of feet that signaled the beginning of the day.

      “Let’s do this,” Gray said as he stacked two boxes in his arms and headed toward the front door.

      “Are you sure about this?” Elle asked when he was gone.

      I smiled sadly. “It makes more sense for me to live with him since Sam works so early in the morning.”

      Elle raised a brow. “Are you moving back at some point?”

      I’d avoided this question all week. “I need to live on my own.”

      Elle’s shoulders tensed. “Don’t you think you should get an apartment, not live with someone else?”

      “I looked. The prices are out of my range. Even with this new job, I’d have to get a roommate.” I was so happy Sam offered me a job that I hadn’t discussed salary, but I wouldn’t admit that to Elle. It was one more reason why I was a screwup. The sad fact was, I didn’t know anyone outside of Elle and Gray and their friends.

      “I agree you could be more independent, but I’m not sure about this job. You’ll be living with Sam when you barely know him.”

      “It will be like having a roommate or going to college and living in the dorms.” Living with Sam would be none of those things because I was attracted to him. I needed to get over it because I’d be working for him, taking care of his daughter, and sleeping a few rooms down from him.

      Gray came in for another round of boxes, barely sparing a glance before leaving again.

      Elle pursed her lips. “I don’t know about this.”

      “I need to do this on my own. Maybe it’s not exactly what I need, but it’s a step in the right direction.” I wanted Elle to support me. She was all I had.

      “But you promised Sam you’d stay, and it could be years before his daughter doesn’t need you.”

      “Maggie’s the same age as Amelia. She’ll be going to kindergarten in a year or two.” I wasn’t sure of her exact birthday. She’d be in school full time soon, and I’d start my new life then.

      “Why can’t you start your life now?”

      “I don’t know what to do.” I’d cut myself off from my parents, so attending college was out of the question. I couldn’t afford it, and at this point, I was too old to live in the dorms. I’d need to commute, which meant an apartment I couldn’t afford. It was out of the question. “Without college, what job could I get?”

      “You could always work at the barbershop,” Elle offered.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned this.

      “I need to do this on my own.” I didn’t want to be a hairstylist, so my only job options at her barbershop were receptionist or hair washer. That wasn’t what I wanted. Plus, I’d be working for my sister. I really wanted to forge my own way. Prove I wasn’t as useless as I felt most of the time.

      Elle hugged me. “You’re always welcome here. We’re going to miss you.”

      “You’ll love having an empty”—Amelia ran into the room—“well, almost empty house.”

      “When can I meet Maggie?” Amelia asked me.

      “Remember, I’m bringing her with us to the first day of school tomorrow.”

      Her lower lip protruded. “Why can’t she go to school with me?”

      “Her dad didn’t mention anything about school.” I hadn’t asked either. Maybe Maggie’s birthday meant she missed the cutoff for preschool this year.

      “Maybe we can play after school?” Amelia persisted.

      “The first day, we have plans to go to the bakery for a cupcake,” Elle gently reminded her.

      “Yay for cupcakes,” Amelia said.

      Elle smiled. “They’re so easy to please at this age.”

      Gray paused in the doorway. “That’s everything. You ready to go?”

      I took in the room where I’d spent the last few years. It had been my safety net. My haven from the life I’d fled in California. At the same time, it felt like my life had been in a holding pattern. I wasn’t going backward, but I wasn’t going forward either.

      I’d healed a part of myself that craved true human connection. Not hanging out with fake friends and social climbers but rather, with people who cared about me. It was hard to believe I’d almost ruined everything for Elle and Gray with my past mistakes.

      By all accounts, they’d be right to never speak to me again, but Elle took me in and gave me a second chance. I’d always be grateful for that.

      “It’s not forever. I’ll visit often. I’ll want to see Amelia.” I patted Amelia’s hair.

      Elle sniffed. “At least you’ll just be across town. It’s not like you’re moving back home.”

      I shivered at the idea of going back to California. “There’s nothing for me there.”

      “Mom and Dad,” Elle pointed out.

      “They want me to do something different. There was so much pressure to be successful.” And it had nothing to do with a job or college. They wanted me to be famous like Elle had been. Elle always said she was more like infamous because of her bad-girl reputation. But the reality show she’d landed was scripted. She wasn’t anything like how they portrayed her on TV, whereas I was the villain in our story.

      I was forever grateful that Elle and Gray seemingly had put it behind them, but I couldn’t. It was a stain on my soul that would follow me everywhere.

      I hugged Elle and Amelia, promising I’d see them tomorrow.

      Gray walked me out. “If you need anything, spending money or anything, please let me know.”

      “I can’t take anything more from you. You’ve already done so much.”

      He tipped his head. “You’re our sister. We’d do anything for you.”

      My heart pinched painfully, and my eyes stung with unshed tears. “Thank you for everything.”

      Gray pulled me in for a hug, which surprised me. He wasn’t overly demonstrative, especially with me.

      When I moved to get in the car, Gray said, “Good luck.”

      They’d offered to come with me, but this was something I needed to do myself. I waved as I drove away from my home and toward my new life. I hoped it was the right move. I couldn’t afford any more wrong ones. I felt fragile. The last few years mended some of my wounds, but the deep ones hadn’t healed yet.

      I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, but I hoped that getting some space from Elle would help with that.

      At Sam’s, I knocked on the door, nerves making my stomach flutter with anticipation. When he opened it, he said, “You made it.”

      “Were you worried I wouldn’t?” A smile tugged at my lips despite my anxiety.

      He let out a breath. “I’m not going to lie; the last few months have been rough.”

      “I’m hoping to change that for you.”

      Sam considered me carefully before nodding. “You need help with your stuff?”

      “Please. I have a few boxes.” Sam pointed out Maggie’s room, which was next to mine, and his closed door at the end of the hall before walking into mine.

      It had two dressers, a double-sized bed, and a nightstand. A small TV sat on the dresser across from the bed.

      I asked him to place the boxes in the closet. They were full of my art supplies. I hadn’t asked him if it was okay to create my mosaics here, but I wasn’t sure I’d have time, anyway.

      Maggie ran into the room and jumped on the bed. “I can’t believe you’re living here.”

      “No jumping on the bed,” Sam said automatically.

      I smiled, not able to resist how cute she was.

      When she continued to jump, Sam said more firmly, “No jumping.”

      Maggie jumped one more time, landing on her butt.

      “Let’s let Miss Alice settle in. She doesn’t start work until tomorrow.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” Maggie spun out of the room and skipped down the hall.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No worries.” She reminded me of Amelia, and I hoped she’d make me less homesick.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” Sam said before he left the room.

      Alone, I sat on the edge of the bed, wondering if I’d made a huge mistake. I’d lived with Elle and Gray, pretending to be part of their little family. Was staying here the same? I was just losing myself in similar situation.

      I’d told Elle this was my opportunity to find myself. I couldn’t get lost in Sam and Maggie because they were my job. Not another excuse to escape from reality.

      I took a deep breath and stood to unpack my things. I carefully folded every piece of clothing and put it in the drawers. It was nice having a room outside Elle and Gray’s house, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I should have tried harder to find an affordable apartment.

      Sam appeared when I was done. “Are you ready for dinner? We’re going to make pizza.”

      “Oh. Uh—” I wasn’t sure what the protocol was for a live-in nanny. Did I share in their meals? Did I help cook or pay for groceries? We hadn’t discussed any of the details.

      “You don’t have to join us. I just thought you might be hungry.”

      It would be a good opportunity to spend more time with Maggie. Tomorrow it would be just us. “I could eat.”

      I followed him into the kitchen. It was the first time I’d been in this room. It was bright and open, with white cabinets and butcher-block countertops. Maggie sat on one of the barstools at the counter, two small bowls of mozzarella cheese and pepperonis in front of her.

      “You’re supposed to be putting toppings on the pizza, not eating them,” Sam chided her.

      Maggie tilted her head back and dropped more shredded cheese into her mouth.

      Sam sighed. “What do you like on your pizza?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll eat anything.” I moved to sit next to Maggie.

      “Pepperoni is my favorite. I put a smiley face on mine. Want me to do yours?”

      “That would be great, Maggie.”

      She beamed with pride as she moved to add cheese to my pizza.

      “Wash your hands first.”

      “Uh. Fine,” she said, scrambling off the stool and running into a bathroom just off the kitchen.

      “Use soap this time, please,” Sam called after her and then said to me, “Don’t worry. We have more pizza, and I’ll make a salad.”

      “You don’t have to feed me.”

      Sam gave me a measured look. “You’re living here now. You’re welcome to join us for dinner.”

      I wondered if he was making an extra effort to include me so I’d stay. Had he done that with the other nannies?

      He slid the jar of pizza sauce toward me with a spoon. “That’s very generous of you. I wasn’t sure if you’d prefer privacy.”

      He gestured around the room. “You’re part of this now.”

      He wasn’t saying I was part of his family, but some dormant part of me jumped at the idea that he was.

      I carefully spread pizza sauce over my personal-sized pie. I used to make pizzas like this with one of my nannies. She was the one who’d stayed the longest. She was let go around the time Elle was hired to be on the show, and my parents decided we didn’t need a nanny anymore.

      “Aren’t you excited about living with us?” Maggie ran back into the room and hopped onto the stool again. Kneeling, she scattered shredded cheese over my sauce.

      Her tone was infectious.

      “So excited,” I said, bopping her on the nose.

      Her tongue darted out in concentration as she arranged five pepperonis on my pie, two for the eyes, one for the nose, and three for the mouth.

      “There,” she finally said, moving back to her seat. “What do you think?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “Told you,” she singsonged as she dropped more cheese into her mouth.

      “You’d better leave some of that cheese for the pizza,” Sam repeated.

      “Daddy has plenty,” she said, dropping more into her mouth, but mainly missing it. There was cheese scattered on her lap and the floor underneath her.

      I watched as Sam gathered our pies and placed them on a flat pan, then put it into the oven. Sam’s had olives, green peppers, and small bits of sausage.

      I couldn’t remember my father ever cooking a meal. He’d rarely eaten with us. He was always too busy working.

      Sam shut the oven and braced his hands on the counter. “Elle said you’re from California.”

      I tensed, wondering how much he’d want to know. “Huntington Beach.”

      “What brings you here?”

      I wondered if he’d heard what I’d done to Elle and Gray. I assumed he hadn’t, because if he did, I wouldn’t be sitting in his kitchen right now. It was best not to talk about that time in our lives. “Elle moved here. She loved Telluride, and I wanted to see the appeal.”

      “Then you stayed?”

      “Well, they’d just had Amelia, and they needed help. I loved spending that time with my niece.” It was just what I needed at the time.

      “You like kids?”

      “I love them. It wasn’t something I realized until I held Amelia for the first time. Babies are so innocent, you know?”

      Sam’s gaze moved to Maggie, who was carefully rolling pepperoni and taking a bite. “I know what you mean.”

      He had that protective vibe, like he’d protect his daughter with his life. I wondered where her mother was, but I didn’t want to ask in front of Maggie.

      “You work for your family’s construction company, and you have a daughter. What else should I know about you?” I wondered if he’d go out at night and expect me to watch Maggie.

      The idea rolled uncomfortably around in my chest. I didn’t like that thought at all.

      “I spend all of my free time with this little cutie.” Sam reached over the counter to chuck her on the chin.

      She squirmed away from his touch, but it was clear she loved him.

      There was something about the easy affection in his voice, the love for his daughter, that had my heart squeezing. Had my father ever felt that way? Maybe when I was born and he held me for the first time? When had work taken over and become more important? Was it when he started making more money and realized he could afford the amazing house in an exclusive neighborhood?

      “Is your family close?” Sam asked, his deep voice rumbling around in my chest.

      My heart pounded in reaction to the question. “My sister and I are. My parents worked a lot.”

      He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. “They don’t mind that both their daughters moved to Colorado?”

      “I mean, they don’t have a say in the matter, do they?” Thinking he might want more of an explanation, I continued. “I grew up in a different world, where looks and designer names mattered more than what you said or did. How kind you were or what causes you believed in.” I stopped talking, realizing I was revealing more of myself than I wanted to.

      I waved a hand. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to hear about that.”

      His expression softened. “I want to know you better. You’re watching Maggie and living here. You’re in our lives now.”

      “I assure you, I’m boring. I work and read.” And do my art, but I wasn’t telling him about that. The only ones who knew were my parents and Elle and Gray.

      I didn’t think of myself as an artist. It was something I did when life was overwhelming.

      “Do you like to play games?” I asked Maggie, needing to get Sam off the subject of my family.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Me too. I love games, puzzles, and books.”

      “I do too. Will you play with me after dinner?” Maggie asked.

      “I’d love to.”

      “Maggie, Miss Alice is watching you while I’m at work. The rest of the time, she’s free to do whatever she’d like.”

      “Oh. I don’t mind.”

      “Are you sure?” Sam asked.

      “It will let us get to know each other better. Right, Maggie?”

      “Uh-huh,” she said as Sam cleaned up the countertop in front of her and then handed her a coloring book and crayons.

      “The key is to keep her busy.”

      “And to have fun,” I added. I was looking forward to it being just me and Maggie. I could handle a four-year-old. Sam? Not so much. He’d want to know more about why I was here, where I came from, and why I didn’t want to go back. I wasn’t prepared to deal with any of those questions.

      Even Elle stopped asking when she realized I didn’t want to talk about it—ever. There was no person, place, or situation where I’d feel comfortable revealing how idiotic I’d been. I’d trusted a man once, and it had blown up my life. Afterward, I felt worthless. I never wanted to revisit that feeling.

      I picked up a crayon, desperate to forget. “Can I color with you?”

      “You do that side, and I’ll do this one.” Maggie pointed at one side of the coloring book, then the other.

      Coloring was comforting. I could tune out Maggie’s father and the feelings his questions evoked.

      When the pizzas were done, we moved to eat at the table. As soon as Maggie ate a couple of bites of each slice of hers, she dashed off to play dress-up.

      She ran into the room with each new outfit, waiting for me to tell her how beautiful she looked. When she left yet again, I said, “She’s amazing. At first, I thought it was just my niece that made me feel that way. But now I’m wondering if it’s all kids. They’re so fun and imaginative.”

      Sam shook his head. “I feel that way about my daughter, but no one else’s kids. Maybe you should plan a career as a teacher or something where you’re around kids all the time.”

      I laughed, a little uncomfortable with where this conversation had gone. “I’m happy doing this.”

      I chewed on my lip. I could watch kids during the day and take classes in the evening. It was doable. The only problem was the cost and the fact that my grades in high school weren’t good. It wasn’t something I’d cared about back then. I never thought I’d go to college.

      Besides, college was for someone different from me. Someone smart, motivated, and career minded. All I’d ever wanted was to be famous for being on TV.

      Telluride was a different world. Here, no one cared about acting or modeling or being famous online. It was easy to get lost.
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